INTRODUCTION
At face value agri-environment schemes offer a winwin situation: the public obtains environmental goods such as landscape and biodiversity conservation and the farmer is paid for lost income allowing him time to diversify his business and smooth his income stream. In reality and particularly on commons the situation is more complicated.
This paper looks at a method to assist the preparation of agreements where the prescriptions and outcomes are acceptable to the relevant stakeholders whether grazier, owner, English Nature or the Rural Development Service (RDS). Ineffective agri-environment schemes are the cause of over 10,000 ha of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) not being in target condition in North West England as detailed in English Nature (2006) . Johnston et al. (2005) considered ineffective grazing regimes on commons to be the major reason for sites not being in target condition in the Lake District. This paper is focused on negotiations among commoners seeking to deliver favourable condition and their relationship with the other key stakeholders such as English Nature/RDS and the owner of the common. There are many other stakeholders with views on commons and while many of them are valid this author takes the view that (contrary to Short et al., 2005) they should not be not considered of 'equal relevance' in negotiations regarding the management of vegetation on an actively grazed common.
Commons are privately owned land over which commoners have inalienable rights to use a range of resources. These private property rights are then overlaid by public laws on other matters such as nature conservation and access but as far as farmers are concerned managing the grazing is their right and responsibility.
WHY ARE COMMONS CLASSIFIED AS DIFFICULT?
'Commoners' are often referred to as a homogeneous unit although each grazing commoner has an individual business subject to different constraints depending on inter alia size, type and family aspirations. Furthermore, non-farming commoners often have views, as do farming commoners who do not graze, but claim the Single Farm Payment on the notional area allocated to their rights. Grimble et al. (1995) noted that a weakness of the stakeholder analysis approach is that social groups are not distinct entities and treating them as such may be problematic in achieving conflict resolution in the field. Each commoner needs to be treated as a separate stakeholder and due attention given to their individual concerns and objectives; in addition, the interactions between the graziers are often complex and steeped in history. Understanding these can help find an acceptable outcome and if the prescriptions are acceptable they are more likely to be complied with.
Reports on SSSI condition often pay little attention to the processes involved in obtaining the agreement, simply stating that agreements have been signed or that complex management structures have prevented targets being reached (English Nature 2001). It is recognised that obtaining agreements on commons can be timeconsuming to negotiate but it is only in recent years that there has been recognition by English Nature that a flexible approach catering to individual farmers will maximise benefits from the scheme. English Nature's confidence in this approach appears to be growing locally as more agreements are delivered.
At a national level there still appears to be a lack of awareness of the need to 'commons proof' policies and schemes and to accept that there are real additional costs in the communal management of land. Instead schemes are tinkered with as an afterthought, e.g. the total unsuitability of commons to the Entry Level Scheme (ELS). Another damaging practice carried out in some areas is the failure to offer annual commons supplement payments to new Higher Level Scheme (HLS) agreement holders. This is done in the knowledge that, on conversion from Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) to HLS, farmers cannot afford not to sign up. The active management of commons is already at risk; HLS should be used for encouraging active positive management not for ticking the paper trail at least cost, an approach that could make commons 'more difficult' in the future.
PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE OF THE APPROACH AND THE LESSONS LEARNT
Between 2000 and 2005 the percentage of upland SSSIs in Cumbria in favourable management condition has increased from 10% to 56%. H&H Bowe Limited negotiated approximately two-thirds of this increase -all common land. By May 2006, H&H Bowe Limited had negotiated a further 5400 ha of SSSI common land into target management condition. Instructions received were from a range of clients including English Nature, the Ministry of Defence and Commoners' Associations.
In all cases, the approach has been to treat commoners as individuals and the following method has been developed over the last 6 years.
Pre-requisites of the stakeholder approach

Establish trust
In many cases, commoners will have poor relationships with project officers and owners. Commoners will have been accused of overgrazing and the culture of blame needs to be taken out of the equation.
Allow time
Negotiations on commons are generally slow and time-consuming. It is not usually a solution to allocate more manpower to the negotiations because the need for developing trust means that negotiations can only proceed as and when trust is established. Commoners also require time to take on board the ramifications for their business and to work out how they might adapt management to the desired prescriptions.
Understand individuals' perspectives
Do not expect commoners to buy into the biodiversity argument as the only valid objective for managing common land. Stock may perform well on a fell that is limited in its biodiversity. Rather, encourage the acceptance that the proposal to increase biodiversity is also valid and may carry financial advantages. This approach requires individual visits to every commoner, preferably in their own home, so that they are in control of the meeting. From the negotiator's perspective a more relaxed meeting results in a far greater understanding of the commoner's personal and business circumstances, which enables proposals to be suggested that are more likely to be acceptable.
Be flexible
The advantage of English Nature's Sheep Wildlife Enhancement Scheme (SWES) was that it was flexible. Conversely, the ESA and Countryside Stewardship schemes were rigid by comparison. In SWES, English Nature set constraints which included the average year-round stocking level and summer and winter maximums but, within these, farmers could decide on their own stocking calendar. The HLS scheme has followed on in this vein in Cumbria owing to the continuation of the officer staff from the SWES scheme.
Create a sense of ownership of the scheme
In the past, schemes have been agreed and no contact has been made during the length of the agreement. English Nature has not invited farmers to
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participate in the quinquennial site condition assessments. As part of delivering favourable condition it is important that the Land Managers (commoners) are involved in monitoring change and are active managers. Shepherding supplements targeted at specific areas of high sensitivity keep commoners on the fell and, combined with fixed-point monitoring and annual site visits by project officers, ensure objectives are understood and progress is assessed on a regular basis.
Be prepared to 'call their bluff'
Schemes should not be delivered at any cost and on many commons there will be individuals who will obstruct an agreement. Consensus is the required way forward until statutory Commoners Councils are established and a majority can bind a minority. In several cases, an individual commoner has refused to sign up at the eleventh hour, so jeopardising the agreement. The ideal approach is to ensure that the negotiator has confirmed with every commoner the day before that they will sign. Sometimes this is not possible or even then they can change their minds. In most cases the commoner thinks there is something to be gained by holding out, but knows in reality that signing up is better than no agreement. Furthermore, few commoners wish to jeopardise the viability of their neighbours' farms.
Walking out of a room for a while to allow for some reflection can help, as can the provision of a distraction (a 3-month-old baby was useful on one occasion). Alternatively, simply letting people reconsider for a set number of days can work, but make it clear what the consequences are of not signing. The best approach is through peer pressure from other commoners.
Steps in the stakeholder approach
Consult with relevant 'external stakeholders'
As the negotiator, it is as important that due attention is given to the interests of all relevant government agencies and the owner, e.g. is there any flexibility in overall stocking levels if, for instance, there is some bracken control? Are there particular times of the year when the site is more vulnerable? Avoid an adversarial approach where at all possible.
Understand the Commons Registers and current usage
The Registers provide a snapshot of the ownership of common rights in the late 1960s and are out of date. However, they are important in establishing whether the common has only sheep rights, or cattle and pony rights as well, and what the conversion rates are between these. If the purchase of rights is part of the negotiations then clearly the Registers have particular significance, but it is still important to establish that all the commoners have valid common rights.
Study existing agreements (if any)
Make sure the basis on which previous agreements were negotiated is understood; the key areas are the base-line used for calculating stock reductions and how the financial payments are calculated.
Landlord/tenant arrangements
Many commoners lease rights. It is important that it is clear who will receive the payments and if there is a landlord's flock, whose sheep will be removed from the fell if reductions are required.
Individual meetings
Meet with each commoner individually to establish how they currently use the common (prepare a stocking calendar). Explain the proposals and understand their business/family situation. Are they approaching retirement, are there any successors, do they have other enterprises, do they offwinter already and what would be the most acceptable means of reducing overall grazing pressure?
Individual letters
Build a spreadsheet combining the commoners' current usage and develop a range of options for the future, e.g. partial off-wintering, low levels all year, full off-wintering. Write to each commoner individually with a couple of options for their flock.
A group meeting on finances
How to split up the money is the most difficult decision. Should non-graziers receive any, should there be penalties if graziers reduce numbers below the Delivering favourable condition: a stakeholder approach to striking the deal on commons Aglionby minimum required and how should the money be split between payments for removing all year and for off-wintering? Discuss the matter with a few key commoners before the meeting and be prepared for extensive discussions.
Piece together the jigsaw and renegotiate
In attempting to cater for each individual the overall stocking level may either be too high and therefore not be acceptable externally, or be too low and therefore require more money than the scheme provides. The process is iterative and the complexity will correlate to the number of graziers. Stress clearly to all individuals that the proposals, including payments, are draft at every stage until the jigsaw fits together.
Be available
Farmers are busy and work unconventional hours; being available outside office hours helps considerably. It also builds up trust.
Draft the internal agreement with a solicitor
The stability of the agreement will depend on a range of incentives and penalties. The internal agreement will make clear what the commoners will receive and what they will lose on non-compliance. It also makes clear how the group will react if there are changes in payment rates or if outsiders introduce additional sheep.
Never give up
The norm is for negotiations to be highly pressurised, particularly in the run-up to signature. If a particular commoner is uncertain and is destabilising the process, seek assistance from other commoners whom they trust, will listen to and can confide in. If someone they respect can explain why they are signing that often helps.
CONCLUSION
This brief outline of how to approach commoners as individual stakeholders when negotiating stock reductions on upland commons has stressed the need for a significant investment of time. The current situation on commons is the result of 40 years of external influences on commons from the 1965 Commons Act to the Sheep Annual Premium Scheme to the current drive for biodiversity conservation.
Respect for individual commoners, their skills and knowledge of the common is essential. The professional negotiator will always be the outsider but will have the advantage of obtaining confidences which helps them juggle the jigsaw to achieve the desired outcome.
From the commoners' perspective, government initiatives come and go over the decades. A degree of circumspection to the imposition of gross changes to management methods is therefore to be expected. Perhaps it should also be welcomed as a tempering of extremism.
